



Promoting Language Learning Autonomy in English 
Discussion Classes 
Natalie M. Gravillis 
 
ABSTRACT 
This paper introduces a new classroom activity designed to explore aspects of autonomous 
learning. According to Morrison and Navarro (2014) promoting autonomy in language learning 
entails encouraging students to take more control of their learning in class and to set their own 
goals for learning outcomes. The aim of the activity outlined below was to investigate the extent 
to which introducing a learning management task (Holec, 1981) could foster self-regulated 
learning practices in two English Discussion Classes (EDC) comprised of seven Level 2 and seven 
Level 3 students. It is later suggested that after having introduced the activity, a slight improvement 
in student participation in regular lessons and a sense of stronger investment (Norton, 2000; Morita, 
2004) emerged. This paper will contain a detailed summary of the aspects of learner autonomy on 




The principle on which this new teaching activity outlined is based is autonomy. The traditional 
notion of autonomy highlights the importance of students being reflective and pro-active in their 
language studies (Brown, 2007). According to Holec (1981), as cited by Lewis and Vialleton (2011, 
p. 206), autonomy can be defined as, “the ability to take charge of one’s own learning”, which 
means that students have the capacity to take responsibility for “all of the decisions concerning all 
aspects of this learning”. For instance, instead of relying on a teacher’s instruction, students are 
able to take measures (such as independent study) for a growth in proficiency. They have the 
capacity to make decisions about their own goals or targets to improve on weaknesses, they can 
adopt appropriate strategies which they believe to be conducive to further learning, and they can 
evaluate their own progress. 
 However, Ushioda (2011, p. 222) argues that the traditional view of achievement-oriented 
autonomy in language learning, which is indicative of individual cognitive processing, has evolved 
slightly in recent years to also explore social and contextual processes which learners adopt in 
shaping their identities. This particular analysis highlights the idea that student motivation in 
language lessons is influenced by autonomous learning activities. “Classroom practices that 
promote autonomy encourage students to develop and express their own personal and valued 
identities through the language they are learning” (Ushioda, 2011, p. 228). This is an area of 
particular current interest and the classroom activity described in this paper forms part of my 
continued investigation into issues of learner identity and participation in EDC lessons. 
 One additional aspect of autonomy which is relevant to this teaching activity is the notion 
of self-regulation in tasks. Nguyen (2012) explains that autonomy is not an innate quality in 
language learners but rather an ability which can be developed in learners through the introduction 
of skill-focused learning strategies.  
 Finally, it is extremely beneficial to introduce self-regulated tasks in a language learning 
environment because these can increase learner investment in classes. “[Promoting autonomy] is 
a way of encouraging students to experience that sense of personal agency and self-determination 
that is vital to developing their motivation from within” (Ushioda, 2011, p. 224). 
 The general aim of EDC ‘regular lessons’ (i.e. classes during which the students are not 
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evaluated under test conditions) is to help students adopt expressions and strategies that will assist 
them to participate actively in group discussions. In determining whether the students are 
performing well in lessons, students are awarded grades on a 4 - 0 point scale (4 = Superior, 3 = 
Good, 2 = Uneven, 1 = Rare, 0 = Did Not Perform) for five aspects of learning (Attendance, Quiz, 
Functions, Communication Skills, Participation). Even though these grade descriptors are briefly 
outlined in a Student Handbook that they receive at the beginning of each semester on the course, 
many learners claim to have difficulties understanding exactly how their performance in ordinary 
classes is connected to the “Regular Lesson Evaluation Criteria” which makes up 70% of the 
students’ final grades. In fact, most of my students to date have said that although they understand 
the distinctions between the grades for attendance and the quizzes that they have each lesson, the 
other descriptions, for instance, ‘superior’ use of functions, ‘good’ use of functions and ‘uneven’ 
use of functions, are ambiguous. Furthermore, some students have reported that they do not know 
what they need to do in order to improve, for example changing a two points for communication 
grade received in one lesson to a better grade in the next lesson. 
 At the time of initially devising this activity, EDC Instructors did not have a rubric which 
provided any clear distinctions between each of the grades in the Lesson Evaluation Criteria 
categories, so discrepancies in student feedback and grading might have occurred. These potential 
inconsistencies (which become more prevalent in the grades given across the department as a 
whole) coupled with the lack of easy-to-understand criteria presented to students about how they 
can set goals for improvement, may possibly lead to confusion about what is expected of them in 
lessons. This uncertainty may detract from the value of EDC activities. In other words, if students 
consistently score lower grades in lessons but do not have a clear understanding of what the grades 
mean or an understanding of specific things that they can do to improve their scores in subsequent 
lessons, they might lose confidence, interest, and a sense of investment in the course (Morita, 
2004). However, to avoid this from happening in future lessons, I have chosen to create an activity 
which will help my learners to better understand their grades and to have a clearer understanding 
of what they can do to make changes in their practices. In particular, one aspect of learning in 
EDC lessons which students can struggle with defining is using Communication Skills effectively 
and in a consistently strong manner.  
 
TASKS AND MATERIALS 
The activity is presented in the form of an A3 ‘self-evaluation question poster’ which students 
work through in order to assess their own use of Communication Skills. So as to ensure the activity 
is aligned with Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) methodology, students can be 
instructed to collaborate and discuss their responses to the questions, which will also ensure 
student-student-talk-time is maximized throughout (Richards, 1998). The posters are sizeable and 
separated into different sections to be used as part of a “Stations” activity during which students 
stand up and move from question to question. Alternatively, what I found to be the most effective 
strategy for dealing with the constraint of teaching in a smaller classroom is keeping the poster 
whole and having 4 copies on the wall for pairs of students to discuss without changing positions. 
 According to Nguyen (2012), there are three main possible criteria to which tasks can 
adhere in order to be recognized as promoting autonomy in learners. Firstly, for an activity to 
foster self-regulation, learners should have some control over it. Therefore, students are presented 
with the option to choose the number of questions they would like to discuss within the time given 
depending on what they feel is one of their weak points (i.e. what they might have been told to 
work on in a previous class or what they perceived to be difficult in class and would therefore like 
to master). The learners read through the questions and identify their own tendencies by sticking 
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a colorful Post-it note on a box containing the description which matches their behavior the most 
closely.  
 Secondly, students should have an opportunity to reflect on the value of the activities that 
could help them build their language skills (Nguyen, 2012). I have ensured that this is possible by 
including some evaluation questions about the activity for the students to discuss in the second 
exercise. 
 Finally, learners should have a chance to be involved in making choices about their own 
learning programs (Nguyen, 2012). As learners on the EDC course do not have input in the course 
design, I want to encourage them to make choices about their goals for necessary improvements 
in their studies as an alternative. In order to achieve this, there is a space at the bottom of the card 
for students to write their goal(s) for the subsequent tasks / lesson. To speed up the pace of the 
exercise, this field can be used as a prompt for discussion, rather than being completed in writing. 
 
PROCEDURE 
The following procedure is a brief description of how the activity can be used at the start of a 
review lesson.  
1. Immediately after the quiz, tell the students that they have a choice of what they should work 
on during that day’s review lesson. Ideally, the students should focus on an aspect of English 
discussion which has been challenging for them in the previous lessons.  
As a warm-up, ask the students to discuss the following questions with a partner for 2 
minutes: What do you do well in your discussions? / What would you like to improve in 
your discussions? 
2. Monitor the students while they share their ideas. After 2 minutes give a brief summary of 
ideas in plenary feedback.  
3. Introduce the ‘self-evaluation question poster’ and explain that they are designed to help 
students check their performance in EDC lessons and to help them understand the different 
grades distributed after lessons.  
4. Assign students a new partner with whom they should work to complete Exercise 1. Partners 
can be changed for varied interaction patterns to complete Exercises 2 and 3. 
5. Instruct the students to work through the activities for 6 minutes.  
6. After 6 minutes (or as soon as all of the students have finished if they are a very strong group) 
give plenary feedback. Elicit ideas from the students related to Exercise 2 and Exercise 3 in 
particular. 
7. Students can easily compare their results by looking at where the different stickers have been 
placed; and this is also a quick way of pointing out differences between learning habits during 
teacher-fronted plenary feedback. 
 
Timetable 
The groups of students assigned in the EDC department are taught by a single English Instructor 
once a week for a period of 14 weeks. However, only Lessons 2, 3, 4, 6, 7, 8, 10, 11, and 12 are 
classes for which the students receive ordinary grades. At the start of the semester, I projected that 
I would only able to use this activity in classes which precede a Review Lesson (i.e. Lessons 3, 7 
and 11) so as to allow the students to set their own goals at the end of the class or for homework 
in preparation for the reviews. However, I found that the most convenient time this activity could 
be used was in test preparation in Lessons 4, 8 and 12 because there was slightly more flexibility 
in the type of activities students could be presented with when preparing for a Discussion Test.  
 




The main aim of the activity I decided to create was to focus on raising awareness of 
Communication Skills and what students could do to better understand the aspects of 
communication in which they excelled and the areas which they felt they should improve. 
However, there are some potential ways to adapt this activity to cater to the needs of different 
groups of learners. 
 Firstly, instead of solely focusing on the use of Communication Skills, the activity could 
be altered so that students are given prompts which will help them assess their use of Function(s) 
and Participation. 
 In addition, over the course of the semester, only students in my Level II and Level III 
classes were encouraged to really reflect on their performance. Yet, it might be a useful practice 
for lower level students (Level IV) to be encouraged to take more responsibility for their learning 
too. In order for the activity to be more accessible to students in lower level groups, it would be 
important to ensure the grade descriptors / criteria is worded in a simple way. 
 A third adaptation would be to include or encourage the use of Japanese for the evaluation 
of the activity (Exercise 2). This is because it might be easier for students to explain the strengths 
and weaknesses of the new activity more concisely. 
 
DISCUSSION 
It should be noted that although this teaching activity has been created with a view to introducing 
students to a resource which can encourage active thinking about learning strategies and steps that 
they can take as individuals to better adapt to the curriculum goals and values (as well as the 
culture of a communicative classroom), caution should be taken when encouraging autonomous 
learning activities. Riley (1988) as cited by Brown (2007, p. 71) claims that “the Principle of 
Autonomy is a culturally loaded, ethnocentric construct – anything but universal in its 
conceptualization”. Therefore, one anticipated problem when designing this autonomous learning 
activity is that the Japanese learners in my group(s), who are used to a more traditional teacher-
fronted style of instruction, might be reluctant to use it because they may not understand the value 
of a self-directed task. In fact, this was the biggest challenge I faced when initially introducing the 
activity at the start of the semester.  
 Some of the quieter, more passive learners did not take too well to talking about their 
learning habits or performance in class. Furthermore, in nearly all of the classes, even when there 
was some valuable assessment of use of Communication Skills in lessons, the discussions would 
end very quickly and students would only tend to speak with each other about their strengths and 
weaknesses for a maximum of 90 seconds. I felt that there was possibly a flaw in the design of my 
activity because it did not cater enough to students who were not used to carrying out such in-
depth self-evaluations and instead of including some open-ended questions (included in the 
previous design) I decided to align the discussion points more closely to what is included in the 
Student Handbook. This was a decision influenced by the idea that students should be able to use 
my activity in conjunction with what they can refer to in the Student Handbook and continually 
familiarize themselves with grading criteria and reflect on their performance even after they have 
left the classroom. I noticed that later in the semester, students were able to grade themselves more 
quickly and more accurately. They would even be able to justify their choices with reasons such 
as “I don’t use enough reactions…so I want to use more so my communication can be good in a 
group [discussion]”. This therefore suggests that because some students were more aware of their 
language usage in classes and started to think more carefully about what they ought to do to make 
their discussions more successful.  
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 Another very interesting point a student raised towards the end of the semester having 
completed an evaluation exercise was that it was important for all students to think about their use 
of Communication Skills for the whole group to have a more energetic and enjoyable discussion. 
One student commented, “I want everyone to use reactions because [reactions] help me. I feel 
nervous [when sharing ideas in a group discussion] but if others use reactions, I know they want 
to listen”.    
 This example of feedback suggests that this new activity could be useful for nurturing self-
directed learning by way of helping students to make careful choices about their performance in 
discussions and how being more active or invested in lessons might have a positive outcome. 
 Although I would have liked to implement the activity as soon as possible after the start of 
the new semester, which would have allowed more time for making observations and collecting 
informal data over a longer period, I determined that it would have taken at least two to three 
weeks out of the 14-week semester to gauge personalities within the groups. This means that any 
possible data that would emerge from carrying out formal research conducted in a similar way in 
a later study would not be extremely reliable. In other words, it would be hard to make 
generalizations based on data collected from such a small-scale case study. A future consideration 
would therefore be to expand the scale of the research by possibly including more participants 
over a longer period of time (i.e. two semesters instead of one).  
 
CONCLUSION 
This paper explores how autonomous learning can be applied in EDC lessons through the 
introduction of a new teaching activity which requires students to evaluate strong and weak aspects 
of their own discussions in regular lessons. One of the key aims of the new teaching activity is to 
better shed light on how students’ in-class performance influences the grades they are given for 
regular lessons. Students should complete an evaluation task which will filter their various 
language choices and discussion behavior into different grade categories. The students will be 
given ‘grade descriptors’ depending on the outcome of the evaluation to help them interpret the 
results and subsequent chances to set goals for their own improved practices. It is hoped that a 
better understanding of language choices and behavior would eventually foster increased student 
investment in EDC lessons and improve overall performance within a group of learners. 
 In order to explore the issues covered in this paper more formally in future, I would aim 
to investigate the following questions: 
1. To what extent is self-directed goal-setting nurtured among students as a result of 
implementing this new activity? 
2. To what extent does the introduction of my new task aid the students’ understanding of 
‘ordinary class grades’ and how their performance in lessons can affect their overall scores? 
3. To what extent do the students in my sample believe that this autonomous learning activity 
encourages investment in EDC lessons? 
Data collection methods which would provide an in-depth insight into students’ perceptions would 
be qualitative methods such as conducting a semi-structured interview or a questionnaire 
containing open-ended questions for completion. However, the most challenging aspect of the 
investigation would be trying to operationalize conceptualizations of learners’ understanding and 
positive or negative performance, which is an interesting challenge I endeavor to tackle over the 
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